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ABSTRACT

A study of individual variability in second-language
learners' performance in specific classroom tasks is presented as
evidence that instruction in language for special purposes (LSP). has
an important roie to play. Subjects were 17 Singapore university
students in a remedial English course; all had studied English since
elementary school. The subjects performed four tasks: a language
test; an essay; an interview; and a peer—group discussion.
Performance on each tasks was analyzed for patterns of use of simple
present, simple past, and present perfect tenses. Accuracy rates
reflect variability in use of the tenses. Results indicate that the
accuracy rate was highest for the discussion tasks, and lower for
essay, interview, and language test, in descending order of accuracy.
These figures suggest that use of tense/aspect varies across tasks.
Further, contextual analysis of task performance looked at verb usage
within four categories of context (verbal aspect, adverbials,
serialization, implicit reference) for each task type. The verbal
aspect category was found most problematic, followed by adverbials,
serialization, and implicit reference in descending order. Overall,
results indicate that context influences task accuracy rate,
suggesting that LSP, which is context-based, is an important way to
teach second languages. (MSE)
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LANGUAGE VARIATION - A CASE FOR LSP
by
Koq Swit Ling

&
Lily Koh

Introduction

To champion the causc of language for specific purposes is not a difficult task. At an agc of political and
economic globalization. the need for international understanding is all the more critical. Hence providing

the support for courses which deal with communication in specific situations is necessary.

From thc perspective of language research, interlanguage variability gives useful insights into how
language functions in context. This paper presents the study of variability in the language of L2 learners
performing specific classroom tasks. The results show that variation does occur in the language of an
individual, and that it is caused by a complex array of factors which will not be considered in detail here.
The outcome of this study is a clear indication that language use varics according to context. If language
is taught for general purposcs, it would mean a longer route for the learner to achieve success in his/her
particular context. Perhaps certain language aspects may not even be made known to the leamncr if the
specific context of language use is not taken into consideration. This study, thus, prov'idcs further reasons

for the teaching of language for specific purposes.
Interlanguage Variability

The study of variability pasically trics to unders *ud the seemingly unsysicmatic behaviour of language
that is produced by individual uscrs of that language. In the process, the apparent deviations may be

accounted for by various factors that can provide a systematic cxplanation for the variation. Although
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there has been rescarch into the unsystematic variation, for the purposes of this paper, it will not be

considered.

Interlanguage variabiltiy is a vast arca of research which initially investigated the subject from a
socioliguistic perspective. It was Labov's (1970) model for language variation that precipitated many
variability studics (Dickerson 1974, Dickerson and Dickerson 1977, Schmidt 1977, Beebe 1980).  His
approach hinges upon the degree of attention that is paid to language that results in variability. These
carlicr studies focused on the phonological aspects of language. Basically, they found that phonological
featurcs varied according to linguistic context, and that generally, accuracy increascd with greater
attention paid to language. On the strength of their results, grammatical studies (Larsen-Freeman 1975,
Taronc 1985) also cxamined the attention factor for its influecnce on variability. The variatic  , uderns
as found in Tarone's study arc not as straightforward as in the phonological studies. Part results
showed the reversed pattern of variation, that is, accuracy decreased with grealer attention to language.

The rest of her results did not have a definable patiern.,

Clearly, the atiention factor is an interesting consideration in variability, but certainly there is more to
variation than this factor alonc. Though the limitations to a strict focus on the attention factor is obviously
not adequatc (Rampton 1987, Parrish 1987, Taronc and Parrish 1988), it can still be uscful as an
clicitational tool for variability. By varying thc amount of attention that is paid to language, the accuracy

ratcs appear to vary accordingly. This factor is thus made usc of in this study for this very purposc.
The Study

This study will be presented in two parts. Accuracy patterns arc first established 1o determince if the
attention factor in any way affects the accuracy rates of the tasks each subject has to do. Thercafter,

contextual factors arc analyscd to account for the variation in accuracy.
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Subjects

Scventeen  Singaporean sccond-ycar university students with majors in the Science discipline were
randomly sclected from a remedial English course they were attending. Of the 17, ninc were male and
cight were female. They came from a background where Mandarin and/o; onc or morc Chinese dialcct(s)
is/arc used as a first language. They were aged between 19 and 24 years. All of them had been learning
English since primary school but with varying amounts of classroom exposurc to the language. Somc
learnt it as a forcign language, that is, English is used only during the period when it is taught, and
Chinesc is used as the medium of instruction for the other subjects. Wherceas for the other respondents,
English was the medium of instruction for all or most of the subjects apart from their English class. This
difference in their school backgrounds is only onc arca of influence, and is assumed not te make much
differcnce for two rcasons. Onc, the subjects sharc in common  their simiiar language bacl:y. ounds in the
home and the social domains in which Mandarin and/or onc or morc Chinese dialect(s) is/arc used. Two,
their proficiency levels are similz_lr as measured by a Qualifying English Test they had to sit at the start of

their university cducation. Their grades made it necessary for them (o attend the remedial English course.

TenselAspect

The simple present, simple past, and the present pérfect are three tensc/aspect torms examined in this
study. Tensc/aspect forms were used 10 focus this study on variability largely because the subjects found
this grammatical item difficult to master. In a survey of ten cssays wrilicn by students in a similar
remedial English class, tensc/aspect was found to have the highest error ratc. The full range of verb

tensc/aspect forms were not used as it is difficult 1o clicit them under more or less natural circumstances.

Tasks
Each subject had to do four tasks: a language test, an cssay, an interview, and a peer-group discussion.
These tasks were administercd in class over a three-week period. Nonc of the subjects werc aware that

their performance in these tasks was 1o be used for rescarch until they had finished doing them.
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-Languagc Test-

The subjects were given two non-technical passages 1o do, o ensurc that no onc was disadvantaged by
technical assumptions. They had to provide the appropriate tensc/aspect for the given basc verbs. Passage
A has ten blanks and Passage B 13 blanks. There was no time limit for this task which was supposcd to

focus the subjects’ attention strictly on language form.

-Essay-

The subjects had to writc an cssay on ‘Matchmaking' in about 500 words. Sincc matchmaking was of
topical interest at the time, it was cffective in provoking strong rcactions. The subjects could take as long
as they nceded to complete the essay in class. This task, although still a written activity, directed the

attention to the entire discoursc rather than just the language form.

-Interview-

The interview was conducted by a native speaker of Singapore English. To create a certain amount of
tension for the subjects, in contrast with the next task along the attention continuum, the interviewer had
to be a total stranger.  The anxicty is assumed to increase the subjects’ awareness of language form as
well as content. Although the assumed formality may not be cquated with more attention to speech, it is
valid to say that the subjects were paying morc than normal attention to their speech for two rcasons.
One, an interview situation focuses on the oral performance; and two, the tape recorder was placed in full

vicw of the subjects to create a sclf-conscious awarencss of their specch.

The interviews 0ok between ten and twenty minutes cach. The subjects were questioned on various topics

that allowed them o talk freely about themselves and their experiences.

-Pecr-group Discussion-
This task involved small groups of two o three cither all male or female subjects. They were given an

article to read and respond to. The small groups were asked o discuss their reactions amongst themsclves
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in preparation for a class discussion between the male and female groups.  This 100k about half an hour,

For the purposces of this study, only the small group discussions werc used as data.

To ensurc that :his task represented an activity that required the least amount of attention to language
form, the discussion was strictly amongst peers and the tape recording was kept discreet.  Non-subjects
who were disguised as note-takers for the discussion tape-recorded the session without the knowledge of
the subjects.  There was once such membei for every small group. On completion, the subjccts were told

of the recording and permission to usc the data was sought.

Procedure

The oral tasks were fully transcribed and the inaccuracics counted. As long as the tense/aspect form is
inappropriate for the sentence it appears in, it is considered an inaccurate usc of the verb form. Repetitions
were omitted to prevent distortion of the data. In places where corrections were made, only the second or
last verb form was counted. Where there was ambiguity in the phonoloEical cnding, cg. manage(d) to, the
word was omitted from the count. Only finite verbs were included, except for the modal auxiliarics. The
other exceptions included formulaic expressions, imperatives, and not properly formed tense/aspect cg. he

given up.

Passive verbs were treated no differently from the active ones since the use of the passive changcs.lhc
subject/agent relationship  and not the tensc/aspect meanings. Inaccuracies in voice alone were not .
considered crrors for the purposes here.  Similarly, with the progressive aspect, its secmantic differences
do not change with the different tense/aspect use.  Hence, inaccuracics in using the progressive aspect

were ignored for this study.




Results and Discussion

Accuracy racs arc used to indicate the variability of the usc of the three tensefaspect forms. The

performance of the subjects on cach of the four tasks is as follows:

Total No. of Total No. of Error Accuracy
Verbs Errors Rate % Ratc %
Language Test 3719 106 28.0 72.0
Essay ' 568 43 7.6 924
Interview YV 443 16.8 83.2
Discussion 1135 53 4.7 95.2

Table 1. Accuracy Rates for the Four Tasks

From the table above, the discussion task is the most accurate with 95.3%. This is followed by the cssay

with 92.4% and the interview with 83.2%.. The language test has the lowest accuracy score of 72.0%.

These figures show a variable pattern in the same individual's use of tenscfaspect across different tasks.
The results indicaie the cffect of the type of language activity on the lcarner's output. The accuracy levels

arc not consistent for any onc individual across tasks.

The attention factor which has been the basis for the design of the tasks appears 10 have only partially
influcnced the results. "The pattern of accuracy is ncither one that resembles the outcome of the
phonological studics which have shown that more attention to language form is more likely to produce
more targetl-like lorms, nor vice versa which was apparent in Taronc's (1985) study. Two of the four

tasks here arc consistent with Tarone's findings. The language test which requircs the most attention 0

tanguage form has the lowest accuracy rate and the discussion task which supposcdly requires the least
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atiention to form has the highest accuracy rate. The cssay and the intervicw, on the other hand, conforms

10 the reversed pattern. The essay which supposedly requires more attention 1o form than the interview is
morc accurate than the intervicw. This interesting outcome demands a mix of cxplanations to account for
its lack of consistcncy. A contextual analysis of the tensc/aspect use is explored in this study in the hope of

it providing cxplanations for the variational pattern.
Contcxtual Analysis

In Schumann's (1987) study of tcmporality the basilang speech of five adult second-language learners, he
found that a pragmatic analysis of his data was most telling of the way in which his subjects used
language to cxpress temporality. The functional catcgories of analysis hc used are adverbial,
scrialization, implicit reference, and calendric reference. For the present study, these caicgories are
adopted, though with some modification. The adverbial category is combined with calendric references to
form onc calcgory. Serialization and implicit reference categorics arc adopted as they are. A new
category, verbal aspect, is added. These modifications offer a betler coverage of the situations found in

this study. A more detailed description of cach category is given below.

1) Verbal Aspect

This catcgory applics mainly to the present perfect which behaves differently from the simple present and
simple past forms. The temporality of the present perfect is governed by the conditions of the verb rather
than by the context. It is gencrally aceepled that it has limited retrospection (Quirk et al 1972) which
mcans looking back from the point of NOW. This qualily of limited retrospection or perccived present
relevance seems 1o be integral to perfect aspect. It does not require temporal adverbials or contexual cues

10 sct the time although these can provide additional restrictions on the time reference.
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2} Adverbials
This category refers to temporal adverbials alonc, including calendric references. The adverbial governs

only onc clausc al a time.

3) Scrialization
This occurs when the temporal reference point is (ixed by the sequence of cvents and is refle.ted in the

actual ternporal order of reported cvents.

4) Implicit Reference

This category a.pplics when the time frame is inferred from a particular context or situatton. It includes
references to knowledge of the world, shared knowlegde between speaker and listener, writer and reader,
on-going discussion of a topic, and any other reference 10 events or states not dircctly mentioned in the

clause. This category docs not apply 1o a 'serialised' verb.

These conlextual categorics arc used 0 assess the verb accuracy rates in cach task and the results are

given in the table below.




Verbal Aspect

Used % Wrongly Used % * #
Language Test 81/379 214 48/81 59.3 2 1
Essay 38/568 6.7 5738 "13.2 4 1
Interview 7412688 2.8 32/74 432 3 1
Discussion 27/1135 24 22/27 81.5 1 1
Adverbial

117/379 30.9 41117 35.0 1 2
Essay 55/568 9.7 5/55 9.1 3 2
Interview 193/2644 1.3 65/193 33.7 2 2
Discussion 11/1135 1.0 1/11 9.1 3 2
Secrialization
Language Test . 817379 214 4/81 4.9 3 4
Essay 291/568 51.2 24/291 8.3 2 3
Interview 1261/2644 47.7 231/1261 8.1 1 3
Discussion 445/1135 392 14/445 3.2 4 3
Implicit Reference
Language Test 100/379 26.3 13/100 13.0 1 3
Essay 84/568 324 9/184 49 3 4
Interview . 1116/2644 43.2 117/1116 10.5 2 4
Discussion 652/1135 57.5 16/652 25 4 4

* Ranking within cach pragmatic category for the percentages of wrongly used verbs for the four tasks.

# Ranking across the pragmatic catcgorics for the percentages of wrongly used verbs for cach of the four
tasks.

(1=highcst 4= lowest)
Table 2. Error Rates of Verbs used in the Contextual Categories for the Four Tasks

Tablc 2. gives a rough indication of how the categorics might influence the accuracy rates of the tasks.

They show that (referring Lo #):

10




1) the verbal aspect calegory is indeed the most problematic with the percentages of wrongly used verbs

being the highest for all the four tasks.

2) the adverbial category s clearly the sccond most problematic. It has the second highest percentages for

all the tasks.

3) scrialization has the third highest percentages for wrongly used verbs in the cssay, intcrvicw and the

discussion, and the lowest for the language test.

4) implicit reference, has the lowest percentages for wrongly used verbs in the cssay, the interview and the

discussion, and third lowest tor the language test.

To confirm or reject the ranking of the contextual categores for the four tasks, (wo statistical procedurcs
arc uscd. The first is a onc-way analysis of variancc (ANOVA) followed by a multiple comparison of

mcans to give the confidence level for the degree of difference between the means,

An analysis of variance of the data is sct oul below:
Total number of obscrvations in data sct=68

Source of sum of degrees of mcan
variation squarcs frcedom square

Between trcaments 15291.0457 3 5097.0152
Within trcamenis 11217.7103 64 1752767

Total about the
grand avcragce 26508.7560 67

F-ratio (observed) = 15291.0457 / 11217.7103 = 29.08

Table 3. The ANOVA Table

10
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Having cstablished that there are treatment cffects, a multiple-comparison procedure is needed (o show the
degree of difference cach contextual category has on the accuracy rates. The Duncan multiple range test

is used for this procedure.

The resulis are given below:
Alpha (significance level) = 0.05
Degree of Freedom = 64 Mcan square crror = 175,277

Mecans with the same letter arc not significantly different.

Duncan Grouping Mcan N Category
A 45.084 17 1 {Verbal Aspect)
B 25.196 17 2 (Advcrbial)
C 9.113 17 3 (Scrialization
C 8.202 17 4 (Implicit Reference)

Table 4. The Multiple Comparisons Table

The groupings clearly show that Verbal Aspect has the greatest influence over the crror rates in the tasks
with the highest mean value of 445.084 , followed by the Adverbial with 25.196, The C groupings show
that Scrialization and Implicit Relerence are not significantly different as the means arc very close, but

together they represent one category with a similar degree of influcnce over the crror rates.

The results for these contextual categorics when related to the tasks can provide a meaningful cxplanation

of the accuracy rates.

1) Language Test

This task has the highest percentage of wrongly used tensc/aspect forms. This may be attributed to the

high percentage of verbal aspect categorics (21.4%) and adverbials (30.9%), rclative to the other tasks.

11
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With the high concentration of these two categorics in the language test, it is understandable that this task

has the lowest overall accuracy rate.

2) Interview

This task with the third highest accuracy rate has the second highest percentages of serialization (47.7%)
followed by the implicit reference category (43.2%). The percentages of wrongly used verbs in these iwo '
categorics arc the highest (18.1% and 10.5 respectively). Only a small percentage of verbal aspect and

adverbial categorics were used.

3) Essay
The cssay has the sccond highest accuracy ratc.  The catcgory with the highest percenlage used is
serialization (51.2%) followed by the implicit reference category (32.4%). The verbal aspect and the

adverbial catcgorics constitute only a small proportion of the verbs used.

4) Discussion
The discussion lask is thc most accurate. The percentage for implicit reference is the highest (57.5%) for
verbs used and for verbs wrongly uscd, it is the fowest (2.5%). Scrialization has the third highest used

(39.2%) but the lowest wrongly used (3.2%). Also for this task, verbal aspect and adverbial catcgorics

were hardly used.

It is clear that the contextual function of tensc/aspect is an important consideration in explaining the
accuracy ratcs of the Icarner's performance on the [our tasks. Thc most significant corrcspondence
between the contextual categorics and the tensc/aspect forms is scen in two of the tasks: the language test
and the discussion. The low accuracy rate for the language test is influenced by the frequent occurrence of
verbal aspect and adverbial categorics.  Conversely, the high accuracy rate of the discussion task is

influcnced by the low occurrence of these same calegorics.

12
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As for the other two tasks, the cssay and the interview, their differences arc not casily explained. Both
these tasks have a greater number of scrialization and implicit reference categories than verbal aspect and
adverbial categorics. From the multiple comparisons table, scrialization and implicit rcference categorics
belong to the same group with a similar degree of influence over the accuracy rates. Hence even these
contextual categorics cannot account for the accuracy pattern. Other overriding factors must come into
play. This could includec a host of other factors such as mode difference, planning time, discourse

structure, and topic differences, which will not be considered in this paper.
Implications for LSP

The results from this study reveal two important points. One, there is no doubt that the individual
language uscr produces variable language output depending on the activity s/he is involved in.  This is
especially so with L2 learners since they are still in the process of language discovery. It is more difficult
10 cstablish what the Icarncer has Icarnt and what s/he docs not know, or whél s/he docs know but docs not

consistently usc. Hence, this brings me to the sccond point concerning the context.

The variability found in this study shows the influcnce of the context over the accuracy rates of the tasks.
The many factors found in the situation in which the language is produced all contribute to the output,
though in varying degrees  While the atiention factor is significant at the two extreme cases of the
atlention continuum, the contextual catcgorics also play a part.  However, they alone cannot account for

the entire variability pattern,

If this micro aspect of language, the tensc/aspect forms, is so governed by the context of use, more so are
the macro arcas of language. In tcaching language to L2 lecarners, it makes sensc to consider the context
of usc to help the lcamer understand the needs of the situation in order 1o cope with the language
learning process. From the study of vanability, it scems that some of the difficulty the learncr may have

may not be that of general proficiency, but that of specific proficiency needs within specific contexts of

13
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“usc. Identifying specific arcas of difficulty for the lcarner is a faster and more dircct way of deaiing with

his/her needs. The language demands of one context would be different from another context, especially
those found in the workplace. Even within the same context, it is uscful to anticipate difficuity in specific

scctions, for cxample, the usc of tensc/aspect in the discussion scction of a report.

With the context of usc in mind, LSP courses should be better designed to mect the needs of the language
uscr. This, of course, docs not apply just to L2 uscrs but to L1 as well. For the latter, it is not a question of
proficicncy but appropriacy of language choice. If this is specifically dealt with, the whole process of

lcarning to communicale cffectively in any given situation becomes more cfficient.

Conclusion

This study of language variation has shown that language varics with the context of use. The accuracy
patterns of onc grammatical item, tensc/aspect, have provided an indication of the complex ways in which
language responds 1o the context. To account for the pattern has involved considering the attention factor
and contextual categorics. Even these factors alone do not fully account for the pattern.  Nevertheless, it
is clear that variation is an inherent part of language use. With this arc implications for LSP courscs, both
in the design and the teaching of such courses. The need for LSP courses that take into consideration the

intricacics of contextual language usc is all the more urgent in our modern world.

REFERENCES

Beebe, L. (1980). Sociolinguistic variation and style-shifting in sccond language acquisition. Language

Learning, 30(2),433-447.

14




Dickerson, L. (1974). internal and External Patterning of Phonological Variabilily in the speech of
Japanese learners of English: Towards a Theory of Second Language Acquisition. Doctoral
Dissertation. University of Itlinois.

Dickerson, .. and Dickerson, W. (1977). Interlanguage phonology: current rescarch and future
dircctions. In S. Corder and E. Roulet (Eds.). The Notion of Simplification, Interlanguages and
Pidgins and their Relation to Second Language Pedagogy (pp. 18-29). Geneve: Libraire Droz.

Labov, W. (1970). The study of language in its social context. Studium Generale, 23, 30-87.

Larsen-Freeman, D. 1975. The acquisition of grammatical morphemes by adult ESL students. TESOL
Quarterly,9,409-414,

Parrish, B. (1987). A ncw look at methodologies in the study of articic acquisition fér learncrs in ESL.
Language Learning, 37(3), 361-383.

Rampton, B. (1987). Stylistic variabiltiy and not spcaking 'normal’ English: some post-Labovian
approaches and their implications for the study of interlanguage. In R. Ellis (Ed.). Second
Language Acquisition in  Context, (pp. 47-58). Englewood, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall
International.

Schumann, J. (1987). The cxpression of temporality in basilang speech.  Studies in Secong Language
Acquisition, 9 (1),21-4].

Schmidt, R. (1977). Sociolinguistic variation and language transfer in phonology. Working Papers in
Bilingualism , 12, 70-95.

Taronc, E. (1985). Variability in interlanguage usc: a study of style-shifting in morphology and syntax.
Language Learning, 35 (3), 373-403.

Taronc, E. and Parrish, B. (1988). Task-rclated variation in interlanguage: the casc of articles. Language

Learning, 38 (1), 21-44.

15

16




